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Abstract 
The separate teacher education programs for regular and special education  do not equip teachers with an integrated knowledge of 
the expected roles, functions and responsibilities to meet the diversity of learning needs in the classroom.  The purpose of this 
paper is to argue for a new paradigm for the preparation of teachers particularly in the Malaysian context.  The discussion will 
focus on the need for teacher educators of regular and special education at all levels of teacher education to develop a "whole-
faculty approach" in facilitating an inclusive pre-service teacher education curriculum embedded across all discipline areas.  
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1. Introduction 
Inclusive education is based on the principle that schools should provide for all children regardless of any 
perceived difference, disability or other social, cultural and linguistic difference.    The diverse needs of these 
learners and the quest to make schools more learning-friendly requires regular and special education teachers to 
consult and collaborate with one another as well as family and community in order to strategies effective teaching 
and learning.  In Malaysia, as in other countries, the separate teacher education programs for regular and special 
education  do not equip them with an integrated knowledge of the expected roles, functions and responsibilities to 
meet the diversity of learning needs in the classroom.  The purpose of this paper is to argue for a new paradigm for 
the preparation of teachers to equip them with the attitudes, knowledge and competencies necessary to effectively 
cater to the diverse learning needs in the classroom.  The discussion will focus on the need for restructuring the 
programs for teacher education and for teacher educators of regular and special education to develop a "whole-
faculty approach" (Forlin, 2010) in facilitating an inclusive preservice teacher education curriculum embedded 
across all discipline areas.   
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The proposal to restructure teacher education programs is based on the assumption that if we were to address 
student diversity in the classroom to make schools more inclusive and learner-friendly, the traditional homogenous 
and separate teacher education programs are no longer feasible.  This is supported in the international literature as in 
Great Britain, Garner (2000) expressed his concerns about "the conceptual and practical unpreparedness of many 
newly qualified teachers…… who are expected to form the vanguard of inclusion initiatives… ." (p.111); and 
Florian (2010) acknowledged "…..that separate teacher education programs have been identified as a barrier to 
inclusion …..suggesting problems….linked to teacher education and teacher professional learning" (p.xix). 
Elsewhere in the United States, the imperatives for restructuring teacher education to be responsive and to meet the 
learning needs of a heterogeneous classroom is well documented (Goodlad 1986; Pugach 1992; Bauer et al. 2004; 
Blecker & Boakes 2010). In summary, in order to create a conducive and effective learning environment for all 
children, general and special education teachers must be responsive to all students' needs.  Although inclusive 
education model was propagated many years ago, some educators and school systems may not be prepared or 
willing to implement the model in addressing student diversity in the classroom. 
 
2. Models of Inclusive Teacher Preparation 
 
Stayton and McCollum (2002),  in reviewing the limited research in this area, outline three models of teacher 
preparation for inclusive schools: (i) the additional model, (ii) the infusion model, and (iii) the unification model.  
The additional model involved modifying existing courses or adding special education content in general teacher 
education curriculum. It is characterised by adding content primarily in the areas of characteristics of students with 
special needs and environmental and instructional strategies for including these children in the general education 
classroom.  However, with the addition of special education content, it was reported that it is not sufficient to 
prepare teachers for students with disabilities in the general classroom (Stayton & McCollum 2002).  The infusion 
model is characterised by team teaching by faculty from general and special education disciplines and joint 
supervision of field experiences.  Faculty from the two disciplines infuse special and general education content on 
existing courses with the assumption that students' diverse needs can be met by general education teachers. 
   The unifying model was first proposed by Pugach  (1992) who argued for the unification of teacher education 
programs that have traditionally been designed to separate the preparation of general (mainstream) teachers and 
special education teachers. The rationale for the unification simply put, is that for general and special education 
teachers to work collaboratively in the interest of all children, professional training programs must be merged (Villa 
et al. 1996). A unified teacher education program combines all of the recommended professional standards from the 
respective general and special education programs into a new conceptualised curriculum. In their exploratory study 
of preservice teacher preparation for inclusion, Harvey et al. (2010) summarised that "To more effectively train 
preservice teachers in collaboration and inclusion, preservice teacher education programs and majors should develop 
a shared vision of program practice and philosophy, establish an integrated program, provide opportunities for 
special education and general education to work collaboratively....." (p 32).  It is in this context that the collaborative 
consultation model as rationalised by Thousand et al. (1992) emerged as a process to enable people with diverse 
expertise to work together to educate students with diverse abilities and backgrounds in the general classrooms.  
 
3. Developing a Unifying Concept 
 
The goal of teacher education curricular reform is defining a unifying concept around which a curriculum is 
constructed and by agreeing on a unifying principle, teacher educators should commit to make that principle explicit 
in each component of the program (Pugach, 1992).  As suggested by Pugach (1992) one possible unifying concept is 
the role and functions of teachers in addressing the issue of heterogeneity and human variance and schools as 
inclusive communities. Making schools inclusive to all learners and the acceptance of the nature of human variance 
requires a reconceptualisation of the role of teachers, the way students are taught and the role of schools in society. 
If responsibilities are to be shared and teachers are to take on new roles, this can only be realised if teachers are 
supported in all aspects of believing, knowing and doing.    
 
Rouse (2010) citing Shulman (2004) suggested that the professional learning of preservice teachers must have 
three elements: (i) the cognitive knowledge and theoretical basis of professional basis of the education profession; 
(ii) the technical and practical skills that are required to carry out the essential tasks of the role: and (iii) the ethical 
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and moral dimensions, the attitudes and beliefs of the education profession and its ways of working.  The cognitive 
knowledge and theoretical basis can be achieved through courses that covers the following content areas: 
 
x nature of child and human development 
x particular disabilities and special needs 
x how children learn 
x what children need to learn 
x teaching strategies related to particular types of difficulty 
x classroom organisation and management 
x where to get help when necessary 
x identifying and assessing difficulties 
x assessing and monitoring student learning 
x the legislative and policy context. 
 
Linking theory to practice can be problematic to beginning teachers as well as to most teachers.  They may be a big 
gap between what they know and learn at the university and what is learned in schools.  Rouse (2010) suggested that 
in the attempt to bridge this gap, the technical and practical skills that are required can be achieved through 
practicum and project-based learning which include : 
 
x turning knowledge into action 
x moving beyond reflective practice 
x using evidence through action research to improve practice 
x learning how to work with colleagues and children 
x becoming an "activist" professional. 
 
The ethical and moral dimensions, the attitudes and beliefs forms the third element of the foundation for a teacher 
education curriculum for inclusion.  Teacher attitudes and beliefs about disabilities and special learning needs and 
their capacity to manage a heterogeneous classroom has been a subject of much research (Scruggs & Mastropieri 
1996; Sharma, Forlin & Loreman 2008;  Manisah, Ramlee & Zalizan 2006; Norzaini, Manisah & Zalizan 2003). As 
such it is vital that teachers develop new ways of believing and acknowledging that (Rouse 2010): 
 
x all children can learn 
x all children are worth educating 
x they have the capacity to make a difference to children's lives 
x such work is their responsibility. 
 
In the effort to restructure teacher education programs, it is important that teacher educators discuss and agree on a 
unifying concept and the content and process to realise it in an atmosphere of openness and trust.  The traditional 
ways of working, which tends to be separatist, divisive and specialist in approach, is no longer relevant and this is an 
opportunity for special educators to be explicit about the basic values they wish to see promoted.  
 
4. Conclusion 
 
    The purpose of this article is to argue for a restructure of existing teacher education programs in respond to the 
need for teachers to better address the diverse learners, including students with disabilities and special needs in the 
general classroom. The premise of this argument is that the restructuring requires the expertise of special education 
and that of those aligned with curriculum and instruction (general education) will have to be blended.  It must be 
emphasised that by blending and unifying special education content and process into pre-service general teacher 
preparation, does not mean the end of training of special education teachers as specialists.  The knowledge bases, 
resources and competencies of special educators too will need to be reviewed so as to collaborate resourcefully and 
effectively with other professionals and parents. 
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